Before Sept 11, 2001 (9/11), the USA\'s phalanx of local health departments battled their local scourges in relative isolation, eyes and ears blissfully closed to the coughs and rashes of the rest of the nation. More than half lacked access to functioning fax machines. Four-fifths lacked access to email or to computer systems compatible with those of the federal government\'s Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Then aeroplanes started crashing into buildings, and a week later, as the ruins of the twin towers smoked, anthrax-laced letters were sent to news media companies and congressional offices.

*I Heard the Sirens Scream: How Americans Responded to the 9/11 and Anthrax Attacks*, Pulitzer-Prize-winning journalist Laurie Garrett\'s long-awaited new book---her first since 2001\'s *Betrayal of Trust*---is a prodigious, obsessive account of the uncertain and panicked aftermath of these events, and their effect on the nation\'s biodefence infrastructure. To contain the deadly spores and the anxiety they engendered, the nation\'s labs examined no fewer than 120 000 samples for anthrax contamination. Tens of thousands of Americans doused themselves with prophylactic courses of ciprofloxacin. The Department of Health and Human Services shelled out for a stockpile of ciprofloxacin to treat nearly 1 million more. And billions of dollars were spent decontaminating buildings, in which puffs of malevolent white powder might have settled.

That the response was out of proportion to the threat---in the end, seven contaminated letters infected 22 Americans with anthrax, five of whom died---goes without saying, given the shell-shocked national psyche after 9/11. But Garrett documents, too, how these events exposed a much more alarming problem: of a weakened public health system easily sidelined by science-challenged policy makers, law enforcement officials, and journalists. She recounts how law enforcement officials who took charge of the investigation unwittingly exposed themselves to the deadly spores, while public health experts watched, horrified. White House officials and journalists warned darkly of bioterror strikes to come, coordinated by Iraq or al-Qaeda, on the basis of flimsy evidence at best. The Secretary of Health strong-armed drug manufacturer Bayer into reopening an abandoned factory to step up manufacture of ciprofloxacin, the only FDA-approved treatment for anthrax infection, despite the availability of cheaper penicillin and doxycycline. And policy makers pressured the CDC to prepare for all manner of fantastical bioterror threats. Meanwhile, practical measures to contain the actually unfolding anthrax attack went ignored. For weeks, nobody investigated the inner workings of the postal system, and how its mail-sorting machines could have contaminated untainted missives with anthrax spores.

Afterwards, it was the battered CDC that came under fire for its handling of the anthrax attacks. The White House under George W Bush fired CDC Director Jeffrey Koplan. His replacement, Julie Gerberding, reorganised the beleaguered agency, prioritising bioterrorism preparedness above all else. An exodus of long-time CDC scientists followed, and morale plummeted. Since 9/11, the nation\'s biodefence infrastructure has been beefed up with tens of billions of dollars, from the CDC down to local health departments, a once-sclerotic system has been transformed into what Garrett dubs a "bioterrorism-ready infrastructure". Gerberding has left the agency, and the Obama administration has thankfully reoriented the CDC towards naturally arising, as well as man-made, biothreats. US biodefences, so fragile in 2001, have weathered two pandemic threats: the 2003 outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome and the 2009 H1N1 influenza pandemic.

But all this appears only in passing in *I Heard the Sirens Scream*, which is written from a much earlier vantage point. Most of the book is a day-to-day chronicle of the first 6 months after 9/11, based largely on material that Garrett gathered at the time as a reporter for *Newsday*, sprinkled with her anguished emails to friends and family about her own and her city\'s fragile recovery. Each day\'s claims and counter-claims, reversals and extensions of the previous day\'s findings about the 9/11 attacks, the anthrax letters, and much more besides---from the travails of the New York Yankees to the city\'s mayoral politics---are described in Garrett\'s signature microscopic detail. This is followed by a brief summary and analysis that focuses primarily on the years up to 2006.

For those interested in reliving the dark days after 9/11 in the company of a fearless and knowledgeable reporter, and for anyone with a burning desire to know precisely how many body fragments were recovered from the twin towers---and their size---this book will prove satisfying. But for those interested in Garrett\'s incisive analysis, be forewarned: there\'s quite a lot to wade through to get to it. It\'s a worthwhile exercise, though. Mentally, that is. No-one will have to physically exert themselves carrying around this tome: it\'s available as an e-book only.
